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Note: This article is the first in a series that will 
examine structural & institutionalized racism in 
Kansas City, Missouri. We will consider all as-
pects, from policy to access points for health 
care, and how they function to this day under 
the weight of unrecognized institutionalized bias.  

A “Culture of Health” starts in our homes, 

schools, workplaces, neighborhoods and 

communities. Our health is determined in 

large part by access to social and eco-

nomic opportunities; the resources and 

supports available in our homes, neigh-

borhoods and communities; the quality of 

our schooling; the safety of our workplac-

es; the cleanliness of our water, food and 

air; and the nature of our social interac-

tions and relationships [1]. The City of 

Kansas City, Missouri’s 2015-2020 

Citywide Business plan included a priority 

goal to “Increase overall life expectancy 

and reduce health inequities in all zip 

codes” [2]. When groups face serious so-

cial, economic and environmental disad-

vantages, such as structural or institution-

al racism, and a widespread lack of eco-

nomic and educational opportunities, 

shortened life expectancy and health in-

equities are a result [3]. 

Kansas City, Missouri has a long history of 

racism and segregation, a product of 

slavery in the United States, one of the 
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“Perhaps more than most fields of 

work, public health is paved with 

good intentions, with the worthy 

goals of alleviating suffering 

and extending life. But we are at a 

point in public health history in 

which good intentions and good 

science are no longer enough.” 

-Georges C. Benjamin, MD, Executive direc-
tor, American Public Health Association 
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few countries where skin color was used as a 

tool for separation and preferential treat-

ment [4]. In the mid-19
th

 century, Kansas 

City’s African American population was a 

mix of slaves and some free persons, and the 

Emancipation Proclamation brought a large 

migration of freed slaves to the area, with 

promises of work and hospitality. Up until the 

early 20
th

 century, Kansas City’s neighbor-

hoods appeared to be fairly mixed, with Afri-

can American families living in every neigh-

borhood [4,5]. However, Missouri’s status as 

a slave state impacted White and African 

American interactions in Kansas City, and 

many African Americans found that, superfi-

cial acceptance did not equate to support of 

integrated communities [4,5]. As Kansas City 

entered the 20th century, white supremacist 

ideals became more overt and African Amer-

icans were no longer considered victims of 

poverty, but the cause of it; desperation and 

homelessness no longer brought drugs & 

crime, but the opposite was believed to be 

true [4]. These attitudes spread, affecting all 

aspects of African American life. For exam-

“It is heartbreaking and unacceptable 

that our city remains as segregated as it 

is. As we strive to improve the quality of 

life for all Kansas Citians, we can never 

forget the role racist policies have 

played in our history and must fight to 

tear down obstacles to equality.  

While state sanctioned racist policies 

have subsided, we are only now beginning 

to deal with their consequences. They 

continue to devastate our communities 

and negatively impact the quality of life 

in the urban core.  

-Quinton Lucas,  City Councilman, 3rd 

District at-large 

ple, while employment records showed that 

African Americans were working in nearly 

every type of job available in Kansas City, 

the underlying statistics showed that, for 

most of these job categories, they com-

posed less than 10% of the workforce [5]. 

As the economy and population grew, the 

city itself expanded, and developer’s like 

J.C. Nichols took advantage of this time of 

growth.  

J.C. Nichols is among the most well-known 

historical names in Kansas City. The city’s 

most elaborate fountain holds his name-

sake, as well as a thoroughfare linking 

Westport to the Plaza. Nichols has often 

been praised for his “city planning triumphs” 

by being among the first to create planned 

subdivisions, while others have called them 

“catalysts for social disaster” [6]. Nichols of-

ten referred to protecting his neighbor-

hoods, not from the tactics of criminals, but 

rather, preventing property values from de-

preciation, which included prohibiting the 

sale of homes to African Americans [4,6]. 

This was done through the use of restrictive 

covenants, of which Nichols was not the first 

to use; he was simply the first to perfect it. 

Previously, many land restrictions had an ex-

piration date and required a community to 

actively renew it; Nichols began to file re-

strictions in such a way that they automati-

cally renewed and required a notice to 

amend restrictions five years in advance of 

its renewal date, and that all homeowners 

had to agree to the change [7]. This was so 

effective that, as of 2005, many neighbor-

hoods in the Country Club Plaza area – 

Nichols most famous development – still 

have racially restrictive covenants, even 

though these were banned by the Fair 

Housing Act of 1968 [7].  

The influence of developers like Nichols be-

came increasingly apparent in the 1950s. As 
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increasing numbers of Whites became sub-

urbanized, African Americans were in-

creasingly concentrated east of Troost, 

which was both actively passively support-

ed by urban planners, housing reformers 

and city authorities by way of policies and 

practices. For example, federal subsidation 

of suburban housing (that often had racial-

ly restrictive covenants in place) reinforced 

the idea that that racial composition of 

neighborhoods should be a primary consid-

eration when determining property values 

[8]. This, in turn, created a “racialized pro-

cess of uneven development” between the 

suburbs and central Kansas City [9]. Lend-

ing institutions soon were refusing to lend 

to those living in areas of minority concen-

tration, launching a cycle of disinvestment 

and physical deterioration that extended 

even to the schools [9].  

The Kansas City Missouri School District 

had been segregated since its beginnings 

in the late 19
th

 century [10], and, up until 

1954, was the only school district in the ar-

ea to have a African American high school. 

This influenced a migration of African 

American families from surrounding areas, 

like Liberty, into central Kansas City so 

their children could easily attend school 

[10]. After 1954, the school district elimi-

nated racial attendance lines, yet replaced 

them with identical neighborhood lines 

that appeared to be influenced by attend-

ance rates and distance students had to 

travel. However, these lines would be con-

stantly redrawn, as the compositions of 

neighborhoods changes and the White 

population migrated west of Troost Avenue 

[8]. Real estate blockbusters leveraged the 

drawing of these lines to encourage White 

flight from areas east of Troost [9], and, to 

this day, Troost remains a racially dividing 

line in Kansas City.  

The effects of this long history remain in 

KCMO today. Inequities affect the non-

White, and particularly African American, 

population disproportionately in a manner 

that is neither random nor unpredictable. 

Those that experience the greatest dispari-

ties in health outcomes are also those who 

experience greater social and economic ineq-

uities [3]. In Kansas City zip codes with the 

lowest life expectancy, nearly 83% of resi-

dents are non-White, 37% live in poverty and 

the median family income is nearly $67,000 

less than those living in zip codes with the 

highest life expectancy (see Figure 1 and Ta-

ble 1). Within the Kansas City Council Dis-

tricts, life expectancy at birth is the lowest in 

districts 3 and 5, where the highest percent-

age of African Americans live. High rates of 

poverty are also concentrated in the 3rd and 

5th City Council Districts, and particularly in 

the areas just east of Troost Avenue and 



 

  

 

Life  

Expectancy 

Range 

Percent 

non-

White 

Percent Below 

Poverty Level* 

Median  

Family  

Income* 

81-83 years 16.2 5.8 $97,382 

73-79 years 34.7 10.6 $59,701 

70-72 years 83.6 37.5 $30,470 

Table 1. Selected characteristics of residents  

living in Life expectancy ranges, KCMO 2010-2014 

Figure 1. Life expectancy by zip code, KCMO 

2010-2014 

*2010-2014 American Community Survey 5-year estimates 

south of the Plaza/Brookside area These 

same areas have the highest concentration 

of African Americans and other non-White 

minorities (data not shown).  

These inequities not only negatively impact 

non-White Kansas Citians, but they also  ad-

vantage White Kansas Citians. On average, 

Whites in Kansas City, Missouri live nearly 9 

years longer than their African American 

peers and 12 years longer than their Hispanic 

peers (data not shown). Whites tend to have 

higher levels of education, which is strongly 

correlated with higher incomes, an increased 

probability of having health care coverage 

and increased access to quality housing in 

Kansas City. In all city council districts, 

Whites have the lowest proportion of per-

sons living in poverty when compared to Afri-

can Americans and Hispanic or Latino per-

sons.  

In a city ranked among the most segregated 

cities in the U.S. in 2015 [11], we, as a city 

need to take a hard look at how our past has 

shaped the present, and will shape the fu-

ture of all residents. We cannot be successful 

as a city if some among us are still op-

pressed. By directly naming structural & insti-

tutional racism and examining in-depth how 

it is working in our city today, we can have 

frank and meaningful discussions on break-

ing the cycle of inequity so we can raise life 

expectancy for all Kansas Citians. 
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